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The Country at My Shoulder By Muniza Alvi 
There’s a country at my shoulder, 
Growing larger — soon it will burst, 


Rivers will spill out, run down my chest. 


My cousin Azam wants visitors to play 
Ludo with him all the time. 


He learns English in a class of seventy. 


And I must stand to attention 
With the country at my shoulder. 


There’s an execution in the square — 


The woman’s dupattas are wet with tears. 
The offices have closed 


For the white-hot afternoon. 


But the women stone-breakers chip away 
At boulders, dirt on their bright hems. 


They await the men and the trucks. 


I try to shake the dust from the country, 
Smooth it with my hands. 


I watch Indian films — 


Everyone is very unhappy, 
Or very happy, 


Dancing garlanded through parks. 


I hear of bribery, family quarrels, 
Travellers’ tales — the stars 


Are so low you think you can touch them. 


Uncle Aqbar drives down the mountain 
To arrange his daughter’s marriage. 


She’s studying Christina Rossetti. 


When the country bursts, we’ ll meet. 
Uncle Kamil shot a tiger, 


It hung over the wardrobe, its jaws 


Fixed in a roar — I wanted to hide 
Its head in a towel. 


The country has become my body — 


I can’t break bits off. 
The men go home in loose cotton clothes. 


In the square there are those who beg — 


And those who beg for mercy. 
Azam passes the sweetshop, 


Names the sugar monuments Taj Mahal. 


I water the country with English rain, 


Cover it with English words. 


Soon it will burst, or fall like a meteor. 


Introduction of the poet 


Moniza Alvi 


Moniza Alvi is a Pakistani_British poet and writer. She went to England with her family when 
she was a few months old. She published her collection of poems. “The country at my shoulder” 
in 1993 before she had revisited the country of her birth. She wrote six poetry collections as 
follow: 


1. The Country at My Shoulder 
2. A Bowl of Warm Air 

3. Carrying my Wife 

4. Souls 

5. How the Stone found its Voice 
6. Split World 


She received a Cholmondeley award for her Poetry in 2002. “The country at my shoulder” is first 
full length poetry collection and includes a number of poems which won the 1991 Business 
competition. These poems are diverse in both Subject and approach. They are written with light- 
touch, but they are rich in imagery. 


One of the poem of this collection is, “I would like to be a dot by Miro”. In this poem the poet 
wished to be a dot in Miro’s painting which is “Barely distinguishable from other dots”. The dot 
is like other dots in the painting but it’s place is unique. The dot is not the perfect circle but it a 
attracts the attention of the people. The dot is a symbol of “modernism” “new faiths” and 
“Laws”. It symbolizes the people of modern era who negate the absoluteness and order in life. 


Alvi’s poetry reveals the spirit of duality, partition, fractured identity and transformation. Her 
early work was concerned with homeland. She has published several collection of poetry, many 
of them dealing with ( division and identity). Moniza Alvi is considered as one of the new 
generation poets. Her poems are written in free verse and are repleted with imagery and 
figurative language which gives more meaning to her poems. 


Critical Appreciation of the poem 


“The country at my shoulder” 


1.Title 


The title of Moniza Alvi’s poem “The Country at My Shoulder” is very significant. The 
poem shows the influence a country can have on a person’s identity even without them 
physically having been there. Country at my shoulder is repeated twice in the poem, To have 
something ‘on’ one’s shoulder might suggest a great weight of responsibility. However, 
Moniza’s Country with all its social and political complexity is at her shoulder. The title suggests 
a sense of personal connection between the writer and her country. The phrase “ On My 
Shoulder” implies a sense of ownership and responsibility. Overall, the title of the poem serves 
to establish its central metaphor. It suggest a personal connection between the writer and their 
country. It also shows the themes of resilience and endurance that run throughout the work. 


2.Structure 


The poem has 14 stanzas, each stanza has 3 lines. The poem has written in free verse which is a 
modern poetry style. Many other Pakistani English poets like Toufiq Rafat, Maki Qureshi, 
Zulfiqar Ghose etc use this style in poetry. It does not follow the traditional rhyme scheme or 
regular rhythm. The focus of the poem is on content not on the style, classics and techniques. 


3.Overview 


“The Country at my shoulder” by Moniza Alvi is a reflection on the poet’s mixed heritage, 
explores the themes of identity and the complexities of cultural heritage. The first stanza of poem 
describes how the poet carries a country on her shoulder, like a physical weight on her shoulder. 
However, the country is also described as a burden as it carries the weight of history and the 
struggles of those who have came before the poet. Then she describes the challenges of 


reconciling her dual heritage, of being both Pakistani and British. The poem also reveals the 
tension between different generations and their different experiences and perspectives. 


Throughout the poem, the language is rich and evocative, with vivid images of landscape of 
Pakistan and the complexities of cultural identity. The poem ends on a note of uncertainty, with 
the speaker questioning whether she will ever be able to fully reconcile her double heritage, or 
whether she will always carry the weight of her country on her shoulder. 


Overall, The country at my shoulder is a powerful exploration of identity, culture and the 
complex ways in which our heritage shapes our sense of self. 


4.Analysis 


Stanza #01 
There’s a country at my shoulder, 
Growing larger — soon it will burst, 


Rivers will spill out, run down my chest. 


The Country at my Shoulder” by Muniza Alvi, is a powerful metaphor for the writer’s 
connection to her homeland and the political and social upheaval that is taking place in Pakistan. 
The first line, “There’s a country at my shoulder,” suggests a physical weight that the speaker is 
carrying, signifying the emotional burden that comes with being connected to one’s homeland. 
The use of the word “country” highlights the importance of national identity and the impact it 
has on individuals. The second line, “growing larger — soon it will burst,” creates a sense of 
urgency and tension, as if the speaker is about to reach a breaking point. The image of the 
country bursting suggests a violent rupture that cannot be contained, perhaps symbolizing the 
political and social tensions that exist in Pakistan. The final line, “rivers will spill out, run down 
my chest,” creates a vivid and emotional image of the impact that this rupture will have on the 
speaker. The use of the word “rivers” suggests a sense of abundance and fertility, but also the 
potential for destruction and chaos. The idea of the rivers spilling out and running down the 
speaker’s chest suggests a sense of loss and mourning for what is being lost, and perhaps even a 
sense of responsibility for the chaos that is to come. Overall, this stanza captures the emotional 
weight of national identity and the sense of impending crisis that the speaker feels. 


Stanza #02 


My cousin Azam wants visitors to play 


Ludo with him all the time. 


He learns English in a class of seventy. 


Muniza Alvi, provides a glimpse into the lives of ordinary people in Pakistan and the challenges 
they face. The first line, “My cousin Azam wants visitors to play ludo with him all the time,” 
captures the innocence and simplicity of childhood pleasures. Ludo is a popular board game in 
Pakistan, and the fact that Azam wants to play it all the time suggests that he values the company 
of others and finds joy in simple things. The second line, “He learns English in a class of 
seventy,” highlights the challenges of education in Pakistan, where class sizes are often very 
large and resources are limited. The fact that Azam is learning English, a valuable skill in a 
global economy, suggests a desire for upward mobility and a better future. However, the 
challenges of learning in a large class size may make it difficult for him to get the individualized 
attention he needs to succeed. Overall, this stanza highlights the contradictions and challenges of 
life in Pakistan. It captures the joy and simplicity of childhood pleasures, while also highlighting 
the difficult realities of education in a developing country. 


Stanza #03 
And I must stand to attention 
With the country at my shoulder. 


There’s an execution in the square — 


It highlights the speaker’s sense of duty and obligation to her homeland, despite the violence 
and injustice that may be taking place. The first line, “And I must stand to attention with the 
country at my shoulder,” suggests a sense of duty and responsibility that the speaker feels 
towards her homeland. The use of the phrase “stand to attention” suggests a military or formal 
sense of obligation, as if the speaker is expected to be ready to serve her country at all times. The 
second line, “There’s an execution in the square —“ creates a sense of tension and fear, as if the 
speaker is witnessing a violent and unjust act. The use of the word “execution” suggests a formal 
and legal process, but the fact that it is taking place in the square suggests a public and violent 
act. This image highlights the political and social unrest that exists in Pakistan, and the 
challenges that individuals face in reconciling their sense of duty to their country with the 
violence and injustice that may be taking place. Overall, this stanza captures the complex 
emotions that individuals feel towards their homeland, particularly in times of political and social 
turmoil. 


Stanza #04 
The woman’s dupattas are wet with tears. 
The offices have closed 


For the white-hot afternoon. 


Muniza Alvi, paints a vivid picture of the oppressive heat and emotional distress that many 
people in Pakistan face on a daily basis. The first line, “The woman’s dupattas are wet with 
tears,” creates an image of women weeping in public, their tears soaking through their clothing. 
The use of the word “dupattas” emphasizes the cultural specificity of this image, as the dupatta is 
a traditional scarf worn by women in Pakistan. This line suggests a sense of emotional distress 
and pain that is so intense that it becomes physical. The second line, “The offices have closed for 
the white-hot afternoon,” highlights the oppressive heat and the impact that it has on daily life in 
Pakistan. The use of the phrase “white-hot” emphasizes the intensity of the heat, while the fact 
that the offices have closed suggests that the heat is so extreme that it is difficult to work or carry 
out daily activities. This line also suggests a sense of resignation and acceptance of the 
difficulties of life in Pakistan, as if the closure of the offices is simply a fact of life. Overall, this 
stanza highlights the physical and emotional challenges of life in Pakistan, particularly for 
women. 


Stanza #05 
But the women stone-breakers chip away 
At boulders, dirt on their bright hems. 


They await the men and the trucks. 


Muniza Alvi, highlights the hard work and perseverance of women in Pakistan, particularly 
those who work in manual labor. The first line, “But the women stone-breakers chip away at 
boulders,” creates an image of women engaged in diffi cult physical labor, breaking stones with 
hammers or other tools. The use of the word “chip away” emphasizes the slow, incremental 
progress of this work, while the fact that it is women who are doing this work suggests a sense of 
gender inequality and the challenges that women face in accessing other forms of employment. 
The second line, “dirt on their bright hems,” creates an image of the women’s clothing becoming 
soiled and dirty from the work they are doing. The use of the word “bright” emphasizes the 
contrast between the colorful clothing that the women are wearing and the diffi cult, dirty work 
that they are engaged in. The third line, "They await the men and the trucks," suggests a sense of 
dependence on others, as if the women are waiting for the men to come and collect the stones or 
transport them to another location. This line also suggests a sense of inequality and 
powerlessness, as if the women are not in control of their own work or destiny. Overall, this 


stanza highlights the resilience and perseverance of women in Pakistan, particularly those who 
work in manual labor. It also suggests the challenges and inequalities that women face in 
accessing other forms of employment and in gaining control over their own lives. 


Stanza #06 
I try to shake the dust from the country, 
Smooth it with my hands. 


I watch Indian films — 


The first line, “I try to shake the dust from the country, smooth it with my hands,” suggests a 
sense of frustration and dissatisfaction with the state of the speaker’s country. The use of the 
word “dust” emphasizes the idea of neglect and decay, while the act of trying to smooth it with 
her hands suggests a sense of longing for something better. The second line, “I watch Indian 
films —“* suggests that the speaker is looking for a sense of connection and meaning elsewhere. 
The fact that she is watching Indian films, rather than Pakistani ones, suggests a sense of distance 
and disconnection from her own culture and heritage. This line also suggests a sense of 
escapism, as if the speaker is trying to find something to distract her from the difficulties of life 
in Pakistan. Overall, this stanza speaks to the sense of disconnection and dissatisfaction that the 
speaker feels towards her home country of Pakistan. It suggests a logging for something better, 
and a search for connection and meaning elsewhere. 


Stanza #07 

Everyone is very unhappy, 

Or very happy, 

Dancing garlanded through parks. 


Muniza Alvi, paints a picture of the extreme emotional states that people in the speaker’s 
country of Pakistan seem to be experiencing. The first line, “Everyone is very unhappy, or very 
happy,” suggests that there is little middle ground in terms of emotional states. This could be 
interpreted as a commentary on the intense polarization of politics and social issues in Pakistan, 
as well as the overall difficulty of life in the country. The second line, “dancing garlanded 
through parks,” provides a vivid image of the ways in which people are expressing their 
emotions. The use of the word “garlanded” suggests celebration and joy, while the act of dancing 
in parks suggests a sense of community and togetherness. However, the fact that this image is 
presented immediately after the line about extreme emotions suggests that these moments of joy 


and celebration are somewhat fleeting and possibly even artificial. Overall, this stanza speaks to 
the complexity of emotions and social dynamics in Pakistan. 


Stanza #08 
I hear of bribery, family quarrels, 
Traveller’s tales — the stars 


Are so low you think you can touch them. 


This stanza suggests that there are many conflicting and challenging experiences in the world 
that can be difficult to understand and reconcile. The reference to “bribery” suggests corruption 
and dishonesty, which is a common problem in many societies. The mention of “family quarrels” 
hints at the conflicts that can arise within families and close relationships. The phrase 
“Traveller’s tales” suggests that the speaker has heard stories from different parts of the world, 
which have given them a broader perspective on life. The final line of the stanza, “the stars are so 
low you think you can touch them,” is a metaphorical reference to a sense of wonder and 
possibility. It suggests that despite all the challenges and complexities of life, there is still beauty 
and inspiration to be found in the world. The stars, often seen as symbols of hope and aspiration, 
are described as being within reach, implying that there is potential for individuals to achieve 
great things despite the difficulties they face. 


Stanza # 09 
Uncle Aqbar drives down the mountain 
To arrange his daughter’s marriage. 


She’s studying Christina Rossetti. 


In this stanza, Muniza Alvi is describing Uncle Aqbar, who is driving down the mountain to 
arrange his daughter’s marriage. The fact that he is driving down the mountain suggests that he 
lives in a hilly or mountainous area. The second part of the stanza mentions his daughter, who is 
studying Christina Rossetti. Christina Rossetti was a 19"*-century English poet who is known for 
her romantic and melancholic poetry. This detail highlights the contrast between traditional 
customs and modern education, as Aqbar’s daughter is studying an English poet while her father 
is still following traditional customs such as arranged marriages. It also suggests that the 


daughter is perhaps trying to pursue her own interests and education despite the societal 
expectations placed upon her. 


Stanza # 10 
When the country bursts, we’ll meet. 
Uncle Kamil shot a tiger, 


It hung over the wardrobe, its jaws 


Muniza Alvi’s poem “The Country at My Shoulder” is a metaphorical representation of the 
weight of history and politics that individuals carry with them. The stanza you’ve mentioned is a 
continuation of this theme. The first line, ““When the country bursts, we’ll meet,” suggests an 
impending crisis or rupture that will bring people together. It could refer to a political revolution, 
a natural disaster, or any significant event that disrupts the status quo. The next line, “Uncle 
Kamil shot a tiger,” is a seemingly random detail that adds to the sense of unpredictability and 
chaos in the poem. It could be interpreted as a symbol of power or violence, as well as a 
reminder that humans are not invincible in the face of nature. The final line, “It hung over the 
wardrobe, its jaws,” creates a vivid image of the tiger’s body suspended in the air. The fact that 
it’s hanging over a wardrobe suggests that it’s a trophy or a symbol of conquest, something that 
Uncle Kamil is proud of. The mention of its jaws adds to the sense of danger and threat, as if the 
tiger’s power is still present even in death. Overall, this stanza is a powerful example of Muniza 
Alvi’s use of metaphor and imagery to explore complex themes of identity, history, and politics. 
It creates a sense of tension and unease, as well as a feeling of anticipation for what’s to come. 


Stanza # 11 
Fixed in a roar — I wanted to hide 
Its head in a towel. 


The country has become my body — 


Muniza Alvi’s poem “The Country at My Shoulder” is a contemplative and introspective 
reflection on identity and the weight of history and politics that individuals carry with them. The 
first line, “Fixed in a roar — I wanted to hide,” suggests a feeling of being overwhelmed or 
intimidated by something powerful and intimidating. The roar could represent the voice of the 
country, or the weight of its history and politics. The second line, “Its head in a towel,” is a 
striking image of someone trying to muffle or silence the roar. The use of a towel, something 


typically associated with domesticity and comfort, creates a sense of vulnerability and 
helplessness. It’s as if the speaker is trying to suppress or hide something that’s too big and too 
powerful to contain. The final line, “The country has become my body,” is a powerful metaphor 
that suggests a deep connection between the speaker’s personal identity and the country they 
come from. The idea that the country has become their body implies a sense of ownership and 
responsibility, but also a sense of burden and weight. Overall, this stanza explores the complex 
and often conflicting emotions that arise when individuals grapple with the histories and politics 
of the places they come from. It creates a sense of tension and discomfort, as well as a feeling of 
deep connection and identification. 


Stanza # 12 
I can’t break bits off. 
The men go home in loose cotton clothes. 


In the square there are those who beg — 


Muniza Alvi’s poem “The Country at My Shoulder” is a deeply introspective reflection on the 
complex relationships between personal identity, politics, and history. The first line, “I can’t 
break bits off,” suggests a feeling of being trapped or constrained by something. It could refer to 
the speaker’s connection to their country, their history, or their identity, all of which are difficult 
to extricate from one another. The second line, “The men go home in loose cotton clothes,” 
creates a vivid image of people going about their daily lives. The loose cotton clothes could 
represent a sense of ease and simplicity, as well as a connection to tradition and culture. The 
third line, “In the square there are those who beg,” introduces a note of social inequality and 
economic hardship. The image of beggars in a public square of despair and hopelessness, as well 
as a contrast to the simple pleasures of everyday life mentioned in the previous line. Overall, this 
stanza captures the complexity of personal and political identity, as well as the tensions between 
tradition and modernity, prosperity and poverty, and individual and collective experiences. It 
suggests that while the speaker may feel constrained by their connection to their country, they 
are also aware of the wider social and economic forces that shape people’s lives. 


Stanza # 13 
And those who beg for mercy. 
Azam passes the sweetshop, 


Names the sugar monuments Taj Mahal. 


In this stanza, the speaker describes a scene where someone named Azam passes a sweetshop. 
Azam refers to the sugar sculptures made by the sweetshop, and he names them Taj Mahal, 
which is a famous mausoleum in [Mahal The stanza is significant because it reveals the ways in 
which people often use familiar cultural references to make sense of unfamiliar or new things. 
Azam’s naming of the sugar monuments as Taj Mahal reflects his familiarity with and 
appreciation for Indian culture, as well as his desire to connect the sugar sculptures to a well- 
known cultural reference. The speaker’s use of the phrase “those who beg for mercy” suggests 
that there may be a sense of desperation or hardship in the surrounding area, and the passing of 
the sweetshop and the naming of the sugar monuments may provide a moment of relief or 
distraction from these difficulties. Overall, the stanza highlights the ways in which cultural 
references can provide a sense of familiarity and connection in unfamiliar or challenging 
situations. 


Stanza #14 
I water the country with English rain, 
Cover it with English words. 


Soon it will burst, or fall like a meteor. 


In this stanza, the speaker describes their own role in “watering” the country with English rain 
and covering it with English words. This could be interpreted as a metaphor for the spread of 
English language and culture into other countries and cultures. The stanza suggests that the 
speaker sees themselves as contributing to this process of cultural exchange and perhaps even 
colonization. The use of the word “meteor” suggests that this exchange could have explosive or 
destructive consequences, either for the culture being influenced or for the culture doing the 
influencing. The stanza can be seen as a commentary on the power dynamics inherent in the 
spread of language and culture, and the potential risks and rewards that come with this process. It 
also suggests a sense of ambivalence or uncertainty about the impact of this exchange, as 
represented by the metaphor of the meteor, which could either burst or fall, suggesting an 
unpredictable outcome. 


5.Themes 
e Identity crisis 
e Duality 
e Partition 


e Pakistani culture 


There are many other themes which are used in the poem. But the above ones are most 
important. 


6.Language of the poem 


The poetess uses very simple and easy language in the poem. Language of the poem is easily 
understandable. The poetess does not uses complex words, phrases and difficult vocabulary in 
the poem. The main focus of the poem is it’s content and the message the poetess wants to 
convey to her audience / readers. 


7.Images 
e Cultural imagery 
e Landscape imagery 
e Animal imagery (Tiger) 
e Nature imagery 
e Domestic imagery 
8.Mood of the poetess 


We don’t know the exact mood the poetess but through the reading of the poem we came to 
know that the poetess has sad mood in poem. Because of the duality, she’s anxious about her 
personality and identity. She felt a sense of responsibility on her shoulder. Her male cousins are 
enjoying their life in useless activities and the females of the nation or country has burden of a 
country on their shoulders. 


9. Figures of speech 


The poetess uses metaphor as a figure of speech in the poem “ The Country at My Shoulder”. A 
metaphor is a figure of speech that describes something by saying that it is something else. It is a 
comparison between two seemingly unrelated things in order to create a new understanding or 
meaning of the original thing being described. For example, the poetess uses the word of country 
in the poem which she’s holding on her shoulders. This is not the actual country which she’s 
holding, it’s the burden of it’s old traditions, culture and responsibilities which Munizq Alvi 
supposed to hold in her shoulder. 


10. Conclusion 


In conclusion, “The Country at My Shoulder” by Muniza Alvi portrays the experience of an 
immigrant torn between two cultures. The poem highlights the emotional and psychological 
complexities of assimilation and the feeling of being an outsider in one’s own country. The vivid 
imagery and powerful metaphors create a sense of displacement. Ultimately, the poem invites the 
reader to reflect on the challenges and rewards of embracing a new culture while cherishing 
one’s heritage. 


Thank you 


